[Natural killer lymphocytes. Their role in pathology].
Natural killer lymphocytes can spontaneously kill in vitro a variety of malignant cultured cells. NK cells are present in all normal individuals, and in some species (human, rats) present peculiar morphological features (large granular lymphocytes). They are usually lacking conventional T or B markers, but it appears likely that most NK cells actually are poorly mature cells belonging to the T cell lineage. The physiological control of NK activity is complex. A major role seems to be devoted to the production of interferon. The physiological roles of NK cells are still unknown: they might participate in the control of cell differentiation, in peculiar of hematopoietic precursors and thymocytes; they probably play a role as defense mechanisms during the first days of viral infections; they might be involved in bone-marrow allograft rejection and in acute graft-versus-host disease. However, their actual role in anti-tumor surveillance remains controversial, especially in humans. Nevertheless, NK cells might play some role in the surveillance against leukemias and lymphomas. NK cell defects could participate in the increased occurrence of lymphoproliferative disorders observed in immuno-suppressed patients.